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Introduction 
 Genealogists represent the largest user group within archives and special 
collections libraries.  Studies reveal family historians constitute fifty to ninety percent of 
all North American and British users (Tucker 130).  Although previous research studies 
have focused on relevant genealogical source needs for family historians and the 
genealogical reference interview, only recently have studies begun to explore the 
information-seeking behavior of genealogists, how they use archival services, and how 
well those services meet their needs.  Wendy Duff and Catherine A. Johnson’s study 
(2003) on the information-seeking behavior of genealogists in archives revealed 
genealogists’ search strategies and their feelings about the traditional finding aid.  Their 
findings indicate genealogists seek information about people by searching by specific 
name, geographic location, or time period.  However, genealogists face barriers with 
archival information systems that do not always provide access by name, or include name 
searches, or access points of geography or time periods.  Duff found because most 
systems did not meet the genealogist’s needs, many genealogists create their own 
informal finding aids, and develop their own system of networking to help retrieve 
records.  They also rely more heavily on colleagues for information than on archivists for 
information on sources. 
 In the last ten years since Duff’s study, more and more archives and libraries have 
digitized content for internet access, including primary source material and archival 
finding aids.  Additionally, an explosion of genealogical websites in the past decade has 
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greatly enhanced the researchers’ ability to access genealogical information and digitized 
documents without ever having to set foot in archives.  In light of these advances in 
remote access offered to genealogists, a reassessment of their information seeking 
behavior and research needs is warranted to determine if pervious findings are still valid, 
and, if not, how these advances have changed how genealogists use archives.  
The North Carolina State Archives 
 The North Carolina State Archives, located on East Jones Street in downtown 
Raleigh, North Carolina, is part of the Archives and Records Section of the Office of 
Archives and History and the Department of Cultural Resources.  Its mission is “to 
promote and safeguard the documentary heritage of the State of North Carolina, 
particularly as it relates to public offices.”  This is accomplished by managing and 
collecting the records of state and local governments, and providing assistance to 
agencies across the state on the management of their records.  In addition to government 
documents, the Archives also collect and preserves private papers, organizational records, 
maps, pamphlets, audio-visual materials, and photographs which document the history of 
North Carolina.  In all, the Archives is home to more than 50,000 linear feet of historic 
and valuable material related to the state of North Carolina. 
 The Archives is visited each year by researchers from across the state and 
country, with approximately 16,000 users visiting the Archives Search Room annually.  
Directed by Debbie Blake, public services branch supervisor, the search room is 
accessible Tuesday through Saturday.  The Archives is closed Sunday and Monday. 
According to Blake, approximately 30 to 35 patrons a day visit the search room to 
conduct research.  About 80% are genealogists. 
 4 
 Users at the State Archives access materials three ways.  Finding Aids for many 
collections are contained in notebooks in the search room.  The most requested records 
are North Carolina County Records, described alphabetically in a card catalog in the 
search room by the name of the county and the record type.  Additionally, users may 
search the archive’s materials through the online catalog known as MARS (Manuscript 
and Archives Reference System).  MARS contains searchable descriptions of the 
archive’s holdings and enables a basic search of materials, as well as an advance search 
targeting specific descriptors such as title, collection number, year, subject, and author.  
Additional records are microfilmed and available for use in the microfilm room.  
 
Literature Review 
The need and benefit of user studies  
 The necessity and advantages of proper user studies has been well established and 
cannot be underestimated.  Only by effectively identifying a repository’s users and 
understanding their needs will the full benefit of an archive’s mission be realized.  
However, it has been revealed that many archivists have misinformed ideas about who 
their users are and therefore do not know what their users want or need (Yakel, Tibbo 
221).  User studies are needed to help archivists learn what materials are most sought 
after and so that services can be improved.  Information about a repository’s users is 
often misunderstood and incomplete because statistical information is not often studied if 
it is kept at all (Freeman 114).  According to Dowler, if an archive does compile user 
data, it’s usually limited to annual reports (79).  Lack of reliable data about who users are 
and what they seek leads to assumptions about their motives and interests.  For example, 
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according to Freeman, many archivists incorrectly believe that scholars and historians are 
the primary users of archives, when in reality, the highest numbers of users are what she 
calls ‘avocationists’ (113).  These are individuals who use the archives for purposes other 
than academic research, for example, a genealogist or family historian.  Genealogists, 
according to Adams, fall under the category of an information-seeker, as opposed to a 
researcher—where information-seekers search for facts in order to answer specific 
questions, versus a researcher engaged in in-depth study for the purpose of creating new 
knowledge (27).  Despite being labeled avocational researchers, genealogists are actually 
the fastest growing group of researchers in many archives (Grabowski 467).  
 User studies help determine not only who uses a repository, but when.  Predicting 
user behavior allows for improved services and assurance of adequate resources.  
Knowing when an archive will see an influx of uses will enable better preparation with 
staff time and efficient responses to reference and research requests. 
Genealogists defined 
Genealogy and family history are examples of every-day information seeking.  
According to Yakel (2004), they require extensive and intensive use of libraries and 
archives; users develop their own systems and networks to support their information 
seeking in addition to assistance from librarians and archivists; and they manage and 
collect their information for use in the present as well as to preserve it for future family 
members.  Genealogists, according to Yakel, seek “practical information” about their 
ancestors.  They seek names, places, dates. They tend to be concerned with going as far 
back on their tree as possible, filling in page after page in their ancestry charts.  They take 
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great pride when they can cross to Europe, or reach back to a particular era in history. 
They look for this basic information to fill in their background.  
Family historians are interested in what lies between the lines.  Yakel defines their 
research intent as “seeking orienting information.”  More than just wanting to know 
names and dates, they seek information that will help tell their family story.  Why was 
my ancestor living in this town; how did my grandmother meet my grandfather; how did 
the Civil War affect my family?  Family historians seek the broader meaning behind the 
lives of their ancestors.  This information usually is not acquired in the same sources as 
the practical information.  As a result, the genealogist and family historian each have 
unique research methods and needs from libraries, archives, and genealogy sources.  
Yakel also found genealogists and family historians have different views on when 
their work is complete, which has an impact on their information seeking behavior. The 
shift from seeking practical information to seeking orientating information leads to a 
change in thinking about genealogy as a task that can be completed to one that is a 
continuing on-going process.  Once a genealogist finds the marriage date of an ancestor, 
that part of the family tree chart is complete.  The specific task is accomplished.  But for 
a family historian, answers to questions only create more questions as they probe deeper 
and deeper into the lives of their ancestors. The question of “when did they marry?” is 
broadened to “How did they meet, what attracted them to each other, what did their 
marriage mean to the family?”  The research expands and the family historian must seek 
more diverse sources and determine what resources or institution would hold the 
information.   
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Yakel found that genealogists primarily learned their research skills from one 
another and by “trial and error,” and that none of the family historians saw libraries or 
archives as a source of their education.  Respondents indicated genealogical societies and 
organizations which offer workshops and conferences are a major source for continuing 
education and support.  Family historians also claimed that even though libraries and 
archives recognize the information needs of genealogists, few consider the broader needs 
of the family historian.  Yakel’s findings are echoed by Kuglin (2004) who investigated 
the research habits of genealogists in New Zealand libraries and found they “learned by 
doing” and not from professionals, and suggested libraries partner with local genealogical 
societies to provide workshops on genealogical research and information about sources 
available. 
Genealogist user studies in practice 
 Few studies on archival users focused exclusively on the information-seeking 
needs of genealogists until Wendy Duff and Catherine A. Johnson’s study which was 
published in 2003 in the American Archivist, “Where is the List with All the Names.”  
The study is also unique because it views archives from the genealogist’s perspective. 
Their study involved interviews with ten genealogists seeking to find how they identify 
relevant material in archives, how they carry out their research, and how they use 
descriptive tools, archivists and colleagues in their search.  Their results indicated 
genealogists prefer informal sources of information versus formal sources such as finding 
aids. Specifically, the study revealed professional genealogists occasionally use archival 
finding aids, but novices find the guides confusing and frustrating to use.  When 
searching for information, they tend to search by name and place, and then narrow 
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selection by date.  The study revealed genealogists developed strong networks for support 
with colleagues when seeking information and rely less on archivists.  Duff and Johnson 
conclude new search systems should be developed to satisfy the unique search habits of 
genealogists who now constitute the largest user population of archives. 
 Heidi Kuglin’s quantitative study (2004) provided interesting information on the 
information-seeking behavior of genealogists in libraries in New Zealand and suggested 
ways librarians could develop services to increase researcher independence and user 
satisfaction.  Two-hundred-thirty surveys were handed out to genealogists at specific 
libraries, 124 were returned.  Her findings revealed her subjects learn genealogy 
techniques while “doing the work,” and not by seeking help from librarians.  More 
importantly, Kuglin’s study revealed genealogy users rarely used the library catalog; the 
users indicated they did not know how to do an effective search and prefer to shelf-
browse.  Of those who use the catalog for searching, 31% indicated they were usually 
successful, 42% were occasionally successful, and 20% seldom or never successful.  
Kuglin’s study echoed the earlier findings of Duff and Johnson by concluding that 
genealogists are self-taught, independent researchers, preferring their own methods of 
information-retrieval because they don’t understand how catalogs and finding aids work.   
 Elizabeth Yakel’s study “Seeking Information, Seeking Connections, Seeking 
Meaning” (2004) in Information Research outlined the distinction in the information-
seeking needs of genealogists versus family historians; terms she says are commonly 
misused and interchanged.  Her methodology involved personal interviews and direct 
observation of the search process.  However, unlike the previous two studies, Yakel’s 
interviews included observing in the participant’s home, rather than in a library or 
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archive.  Yakel found the user needs of genealogists and family historians were different, 
and therefore reference personnel needed to understand their unique needs in order to 
make their experiences better.  Genealogists seek referencing information, information 
that provides a context to their background: names, dates, places, etc.  Family historians, 
in contrast, seek meaning behind the information in an effort to understand their family 
story.  Yakel concludes few archives and libraries have considered the broader 
information needs of family historians. 
 Julia Skinner’s study (2010) “Does Greater Specialization Imply Greater 
Satisfaction” in Libri, examines the genealogist’s emotional experience with a variety of 
resources at two State Historical Society Libraries in Iowa.  Unlike Duff and Johnson, 
and Yakel, Skinner’s study focused less on information-seeking behavior and more on 
the specific user source needs.  Surveys were designed to discover unmet user needs and 
suggestions for improvement.  Questionnaires were sent by email to library staff and 
patron surveys were placed at library reading rooms for a two month period.  Her 
questions were open-ended. Respondents indicated they preferred to work with original 
sources in person, but also enjoyed the ability to search digitized material and became 
frustrated when not enough or no such digitized material was provided. 
 In an effort to improve access services to users, Kristina Southwell’s study (2002) 
in Archival Issues, explores the ways archival researchers learn of manuscript collections 
at the University of Oklahoma.  Although not specifically focused on genealogists as 
users, Southwell’s study examines a variety of researchers and the methods they use to 
discover source material including printed guides, electronic databases and the internet.  
427 surveys were distributed, 169 were returned completed.  Southwell reported the 
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largest category of respondents were “independent researchers,” which included the 
general public and genealogists, and that genealogy was the second largest topic of 
research, behind Native American studies.  Her findings showed the largest percentage of 
respondents learn of manuscript holdings not by catalogs, web pages or bibliographies, 
but by a colleague, instructor, or word-of-mouth.  
 In “Listening to Users” (2002), Yakel explores the research process and how 
users think through their search problems.  Her methodology consisted of a series of 
interviews with users of archives ranging from undergraduates to professional scholars in 
the summer of 2001.  Her results indicate many users don’t fully understand the function 
of archives or how they arrange material.  Similarly, respondents did not understand 
archival jargon and terminology, nor did they understand how printed guides, including 
finding aids, worked.  Her interviewees confirmed word-of-mouth was the most 
important source for information on primary sources.   It was apparent in Yakel’s 
findings many archivists under estimate the knowledge archival users have of the 
archives, the value of materials, and the search process. She advocates a renewed 
emphasis by the staff on archival education for the user. 
 
Methodology 
 This study evaluates the emotional experiences and provides insight into the 
information seeking behavior and needs of genealogical users of the North Carolina State 
Archives in Raleigh. The emotional experience of a genealogical user is the same as any 
user of a library or archives and is dependent upon their feeling while using the archive’s 
collection and access tools, the barriers they face, and whether they found the material 
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they needed.  As used in this study, possible emotional states include happy, satisfied, 
frustrated, disappointed, and neutral.  For the purpose of this study, a genealogical user is 
any individual who is researching their family ancestry or family tree, or the family tree 
of someone else.  These include both beginner or novice genealogists and professionals; 
and those who are new to archives as well as seasoned archival users.  
The study was conducted in cooperation with the archivists at the North Carolina 
State Archives, under the direction of Debbi Blake.  Ms. Blake and her staff distributed a 
paper survey to genealogy users in the Search Room.  They identified genealogists by 
their use of typical genealogy materials and through verbal communication with the staff.  
The users were presented with an envelope containing a consent form and survey. I 
instructed the staff to explain to the user the purpose of the survey and that participation 
was voluntary and anonymous.  Users completed the survey before they left the archives 
and returned it to the staff in a sealed envelope.    
The survey consisted of a series of nominal and ordinal questions to learn the 
users’ emotional experience while using the archives, as well as their recommendations 
for how to improve their information-seeking needs.  The first set of questions sought 
basic information about the user and his or her level of research ability, how long e or she 
have been conducting genealogy, and how often he or she had visited the archives in the 
past.  A second set of questions aimed to uncover what methods the patron used or 
preferred to conduct his or her research—either through finding aids, the catalogue, or 
from word of mouth from fellow researchers.  Users were asked to classify their 
emotional experience while researching: happy, satisfied, neutral, disappointed or 
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frustrated.  Users were also asked whether they located the information they needed for 
their research, and if not, they were encouraged to explain why. 
A third set of questions sought to understand the information-seeking behavior of 
users online and how that research related to their behavior and needs at the archives.  
The survey asked users which genealogy websites they visited most frequently and 
whether they trusted that the digitized material provided on those websites have been 
scanned, transcribed and index accurately.  The survey also asked whether viewing a 
digitized document online satisfied the users’ research interest, or if in addition to 
viewing the material online, they must see the original in person—and if so, why.  
Additional questions sought to learn which archival materials the user wished to have 
access to online and how the North Carolina State Archives could improve it services to 
the user, including tools and resources that would make the user’s research easier. 
The duration of the survey period was approximately four weeks.  This enabled 
data collection from a broad variety of both beginning and professional genealogists, and 
of different age groups and backgrounds. 
 
Results 
 I provided 50 surveys to the staff of the archives on Tuesday, January 31, and 
distribution to users began on Wednesday, February 1.  From February 1 through 
February 29, a total of 41 surveys were handed out to genealogists using the search room.  
Of the 41 distributed, 24 or 58.5%, were returned to the staff completed, leaving 17 
suveys missing or unaccounted for, either having been discarded by the user or taken 
home. 
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Researcher’s background 
 The first series of questions on the survey attempted to understand the varied 
backgrounds of the researchers.  The first question asked the user their age.  Ages ranged 
from 21 years old to 69 years old, with the average age of the researcher being 56 years 
old (55.70).  Eighty-three percent of respondents were over the age of 50 years old.  
 For almost half of the respondants, researching their family has been a serious 
hobby or avocation.  The majority of the users have been researching their family for 
more than 20 years.  Eleven or 46% indicated their research has continued for more than 
two decades.   Five genealogists, or 21%, indicated they have been researching for 11-20 
years on their family.  Four users indicated they have been researching for 6-10 years, or 
16.6%.  Similarly, four users noted they have been researching for 0-5 years, with one 
only recently beginning genealogy research and remarking, “I’m very new to delving 
deeper into family history.” 
 
46% 
21% 
16% 
16% 
Graph A: How long have you been researching your family? 
20+ years
11-20 years
6-10 years
0-5 years
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Most of the researchers considered themselves amateur genealogists, a researcher 
who has no formal training or certification from a genealogical course or society, or who 
is not working for a client for a fee, or who is not researching as an occupation.  Nineteen 
patons, or 75% of the researchers, indicated they considered themselves amateur 
genealogists.  Five researchers noted they were professionals, or being paid to research 
for someone else.  One researcher remarked he/she was librarian with a MLIS degree 
who does work for patrons for a fee.  Another patron commented he/she has been a 
genealogical writer/editor for many years. 
Research frequency and emotional experience 
 The next series of questions attempted to learn about the researcher’s visit at the 
State Archives, beginning with how often they research at the archives, and secondly, 
rating their emotional experience.  Close to 67% indicated they were familiar with the 
State Archives, 16 having visited the search room “many times.”  Four respondents noted 
they had visited the archives “several times.”  For four patrons, it was their very first visit 
to the archives, although only one of the four patrons was new to genealogy.  The three 
other new visitors had conducted genealogy for more than 20 years, but it was their first 
visit to the archives in Raleigh. 
  When asked to rate their overall emotional experience after visiting the archives, 
half of the researchers indicated they were “happy.”  Five respndents, or 20%, indicated 
the next rated variable of “satisfied.”  Five researchers remarked they were neither 
especially happy or satisfied, nor dissapointed or fustrated, but felt “neutral.”  No patrons 
felt “dissapointed” in their visit; one researcher did not answer. 
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One genealogist noted he or she felt “frustrated” after their visit.  Based on the 
responses to later questions, it appears this individual was frustrated at not having an 
index to the materials being searched, and also for the lack of information he/she was 
hoping to find, remarking, “it’s frustrating that records I was hoping to find just don’t 
seem to exist.”  No novice to genealogical research, this individual had been researching 
for 6-10 years, although this was their first visit to the State Archives. 
The next question on the genealogy survey asked the researcher whether they 
found the material or information they were searching for or hoping to find.  Most 
genealogists come to a library or archives with a set purpose, a specific question or 
problem they wish to address or find the answer to, or a specific collection or material 
they wish to view or study.  Nine researchers, or 37.5%, indicated they found what they 
wanted during their visit.  A larger group of 13 researchers, indicated they found “some 
things,” but not what they had hoped.  In other words, 54% located valuable material for 
their research, but not what they had intended to view or had hoped to find.  No 
researchers indicated they did not find any material during their visit; two researchers did 
not answer. 
Information-seeking behavior at the State Archives 
The next series of questions attempt to understand the information-seeking 
behavior of the researchers at the State Archives.  The first question asked how the 
researcher typically searched for material on their family, either by the name of the 
ancestor, a specific date or time period, a geographic location, the type of document or 
material, or another method.  It’s not uncommon for a researcher to use one, or all of 
these methods, depending of the genealogy research objective.  Therefore, many of the 
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respondents circled more than one variable.  Eleven users, or 50%, prefered soley 
researching genealogy sources by name.  The popular second choice for researching was 
searching by type of document, often because, as one researcher responded, “since not all 
are indexed.”  Six researchers, or 27%, indicated this was their prefered method of 
research. 
One researcher preferred soley to research by geographic location.  One 
respondent indicated three methods of research among the options, circling date, place, 
and type of document.  Additionally, three other researchers remarked they preferred 
searching by every option, based on the unique research circumstance and type of 
material viewed.  All four of these researchers were professional or paid genealogists, 
two having conducted genealogy for 6-10 years and two for more than 20 years.  
Explaining this strategy, one researcher commented, “name of ancestor is optimum, 
however, it is not practical since there are so many variations of name.  You need name, 
date, place, document, war, etc., to be able to search.  It’s not a one-size-fits-all.”   Two 
researchers did not answer the question.  
The next question asked where the researcher turns for help.  Most of the users are 
not shy about asking the staff for help when needed.  Almost half of the researchers 
indicated they preferred asking the archivist on duty for help.  Eleven researchers, or 
47.82%, noted they ask the archivist.  Six, or 26% of the genealogists, marked they seek 
help by reviewing the catalog.  Five reseachers responded they would do a combination 
of the two to solve their problem.  One researcher indicated, in addition to asking the 
archivist, he or she would also consult with a collegue or peer and also consult the 
finding aid of the collection.  One genealogist did not answer the question. 
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50% 
27% 
4.5% 
4.5% 
13% 
Graph B: I prefer searching by 
Name
Document type
Place
Date, Place, Document
type
All
48% 
26% 
22% 
4% 
Graph C: Where I turn for help 
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Catalog
Archivist and Catalog
Archivist, collegue, FA
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Next, the survey asked the genealogists whether they regularly consult the 
archive’s finding aids to locate material.  Much literature has explored whether users of 
archives, especially genealogists, understand what a finding aid is, and how to use one in 
their research.  Earlier results of studies showed the value of a finding aid was lost to 
many researchers.  However, indications from this study showed the majority of users 
frequently use finding aids in their research.  Sixteen patrons, or more than half of those 
responding, remarked they frequently use the archive’s finding aids.  Eight responded 
they do not use the finding aids for the collections.  Two of these researchers were 
professional genealogists, and one indicated it was their first visit to the archives.  
Without elaborating, one professional genealogist researching for more than 20 years 
indicated he or she does not use finding aids at the State Archives, but “certainly at other 
libraries and archives.” 
 Earlier studies showed genealogists learn “by doing,” often gaining experience 
and knowledge about researching through trial-by-error, or from their collegues.  This 
study also showed similar results.  When asked whether they preferred using their own 
methods to locate material (as opposed to a finding aid, for example), 14, or almost 61% 
of researchers, indicated they used their own methods for research.  Nine marked they did 
not use their own method; one researcher did not answer.  Comparing the responses from 
this question to the responses from the finding aid question revealed interesting results.  
Of the eight researchers who indicated they do not consult the finding aid to locate 
material, six remarked they use their own method for locating material.  Additionally, of 
the 16 who responded they frequently use the finding aids to locate material, half 
indicated they also use their own methods, and half indicated they do not. 
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Information-seeking behavior online 
 The next series of questions attempted to learn about the researcher’s information-
seeking bahvior online and how that relates to their research in person at the State 
Archives.  Many records are digitized and available online through the State Archives 
website, as well as numerous varieties of genealogy websites.  The study sought to learn 
how viewing material online has changed the user’s research habits at the State Archives. 
 First, the researchers listed their favorite websites for viewing digitized content 
and researching their family tree.  No surprise, the top website for genealogical research 
used by patrons was Ancestry.com, known as “the world’s largest online family history 
resource.”  All but three researchers listed Ancestry.com among their list of favorite 
websites, with some showing Ancestry.com as their only response.  According to its 
website, Ancestry.com offers digitized content including United States and international 
census records, immigration records, military records, and vital records from partners 
which include the National Archives (both US and UK), the California State Archives, 
the Alabama Department of Archives and History, and the New York State Archives. 
 A second top pick for digitized content was FamilySearch.org, a content service 
provided by the Genealogical Society of Utah and sponsored by the Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints.  According to its website, FamilySearch creates more than 40 
million digitized images a year.  41% listed FamilySearch.org as a internet resource for 
their research. 
 Other internet sources included Fold3.com, known as “the world’s premier 
collection of original military records;” Rootsweb.com, a genealogical online community 
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sponsored by Ancestry.com; and FindAGrave.com, which offers user submitted data and 
photographs from cemeteries around the world. 
 Only three researchers listed the North Carolina State Archives website, its 
affiliates, or its MARS search engine as a website valuable to their research. 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
These wesbites are popular, not only because they offer important data for 
genealgical research, but because they also offer digitized content of documents.  
However, with digitized content comes the chances for errors in reliability.  Especially 
true for older records, data can be transcribed inaccurately, scans can be too dark or 
blurry, and indexes can be inadequate.  The survey asked users of the genealogical 
websites they visited the most, do they trust that the digitized content has been scanned, 
transcribed or indexed accurately.  Two researchers remarked they trusted the digitized 
content.  Five researchers stated emphatically no, they did not trust the wesbites’ 
digitized content.  Two of the five were professional genealogists, with one who 
commented, “never trust the site; use as a resource and check it yourself.”  Of the 
Graph D: Popular websites for digitized genealogical content 
 
Ancestry.com   87.5% 
FamilySearch.org  41.6% 
Fold3.com   25% 
Rootsweb.com  20.8% 
Findagrave.com  16.6% 
USGenweb.com  12.5% 
Archives.ncdcr.gov  12.5%  
HeritageQuest.com  8.3% 
Google.com   8.3%  
GenealogyBank.com  4.16% 
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remaining researchers, all trusted the accuracy of a scanned image, but were suspicious of 
transcribed and indexed material.  Accurately spelled names and dates are paramount for 
a genealogist, and transcription errors on digitized records can cause a family tree to be 
built on wrong information.  One researcher commented, “Many times I have found their 
research to be wrong.”  Several remarked they realize mistakes cannot be avoided.  “I 
know how difficult this is.  FamilySearch is more reliable than Ancestry in this regard but 
absolute perfection is not possible.”  One responded he or she reported transcription 
errors to the websites. “They are only human, so mistakes are bound to happen.”   
 Next, the survey asked researchers if they viewed a scanned image on a genealogy 
website, did they still wish to view the original document in person and why.  Several of 
the responses indicated the researcher was satisfied with the scanned image alone, a 
common response was the convienence of viewing it from anywhere. One genealogist 
remarked, “I can ‘retrieve’ a digitized image more effeciently than an original textual 
record.”  However, researchers preferred to see the original also.  One common reason, 
stated by six researchers, was based on the quality of the scanned image.  If the image 
was blurry, too small to view properly, or unsaveable, they wanted to see the original for 
a clearer view.  “I am generally willing to accept scanned records in lieu of originals.  
Sometimes however, scans of microfilm can be more difficult to read than the original.”  
Another reseacher commented, “Sometimes scanned images are hard to read, so originals 
can be enlarged and/or viewed with a magnifying glass.”  One researcher cited 
technology issues determined whether the original record was sought.  “It depends on the 
quality of the scan, the usefulness of the electronic viewer, the ability or inability to print 
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or save, or enlarge the image, etc.  If any of these were lacking, I would wish to see the 
original.” 
 Another reason for wishing to also view the original in addition to the scanned 
image was the hestitancy to trust the accuracy of the transcription or indexing of the 
record.  “It is good to verify what you find.  That is why the archives are important.  
Some people copy others’ research and we all make mistakes.” 
Four researchers stated they also like to view the original record in addition to the 
scanned version because researching with the original provides a unique perspective and 
allows the record’s context to be better understood.  “If the original is available I want to 
see it.  It provides a context and some important discoveries are made while looking 
through the originals.  For example, while researching one ancestor, I may encounter 
information about other family members.”  One professional genealogist remarked on the 
context of a collection stating he or she was satisfied with scanned images, as long as it 
was legible, saveable, and had a complete provenance with the image. 
Three genealogists remarked their primary reason for still wishing to view the 
original document in addition to the scanned was personal.  Not only wanting to view the 
document for the information it contains, they wanted to make the connection across the 
years with the ancestor who signed the document by holding the original.  To them, 
seeing the original and making that connection was what genealogy is all about.  “I am 
satisfied with scanned images, if I am not in the area where the document is.  Still, I 
would like to see the document in person.  I feel more of a connection with the person I 
am researching.  I love the feel of old documents.”  One patron’s enthusiasm about 
making that connection leapt off the page.  “Sometimes just to touch the original 
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document your ancestor touched or signed is extremely touching, gratifying, very, very 
special!!” 
Next, the survey asked researchers what materials from the archive they would 
most like to see digitized and available online.  Eleven specific types of genealogical 
sources were listed, with two researchers wishing all archival material could be offered 
online.  Wills were the most popular material suggested, with 10 researchers wishing to 
see them online.  Deeds were the next frequently requested material the genealogists 
wanted, with nine wishing to see them online.  Six researchers wanted probate records, or 
estate materials online, followed by vital records, court records, and newspapers. 
 
 
 
Researchers were next asked if the information they seek was available online, 
what records or types of material would they continue to want to view in person at the 
26% 
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archive.  Several researchers seemed unsure how to answer; two left the question 
unanswered.  Many researchers listed some of the same material they also wanted to see 
available online, remarking they would also like to see the original document to obtain a 
better copy.  One researcher who had investigated their family for more than 20 years 
wrote how context was important.  “Court records are rarely online, so I come to (the) 
archives for them. Wills and estates might have only the last name; I like to search the 
entire box.  I like to look at documents in order.”  Two professional researchers 
commented they wanted to see the originals if only an index or abstract was available 
online, or if the material was easier to view in person.  “I’m looking for the real nitty 
gritty of life, and more obscure records, or less used.  Copies of originals when only an 
index is online.”  Another enjoyed looking at military records and was grateful for the 
insight he or she learned from the staff about the collection.  “You still learn so much 
about the record group itself from the staff, that you can’t get online.”  Other materials of 
value included historic books, probate estate files, and as one researcher remarked, 
“hidden gems.” 
Improving services at the State Archives 
 The last questions on the genealogical survey asked the patron how the archives 
could improve its services to the genealogist or those researching family history, 
including what services, tools, digitized resources, etc., would make their research easier.  
One researcher wished the search room had wireless internet capability, as well as more 
convienent electrical outlets.  Another wished the microfilm readers allowed images to be 
scanned and saved onto a personal USB drive or laptop computer.  Specific resources 
researchers wished were available included estate records in all the counties indexed 
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together in one volume; digitized court records indexed by current box, volume, folder, 
etc.; and one wrote, “It would be a voluminous task but based on my experience I think it 
would be wonderful if the court minute books were indexed.”  
 Several researchers suggested ways to improve the State Archive’s website.  One 
wished there was an easy way “to see all the resources the archives at has a glance on 
their website.”  Two others remarked about the MARS search system, with one 
professional genealogist who wished “the MARS system would give alternate name 
options when searching.”  Another remarked the online search was good, but could be 
improved.  “I like to prepare for what I want to see in person before I arrive.  The MARS 
index isn’t comprehensive, but it would take a lot of work to include all names.” 
 Two researchers wished the archives would offer workshops or provide written 
materials that would educate the patrons on the archive’s holdings and on the value of 
specific collections or materials.  One commented the workshops could show the patrons 
what records were available because, “there are just too many to navigate on your own.”  
A professional genealogist explained informative materials on the value of less-used 
records would result in increased use. 
A professional genealogist with a MLIS degree remarked on the archive’s finding 
aids and wished the staff would make them “in different formats, that are easy to use and 
clearly explain collection arrangements, and in some cases, changes in collection 
arrangements.”  The individual also wished the archives would be more receptive 
towards copying and forwarding more material through the mail to researchers who 
cannot visit in person, and to reply personally to emails rather than using a form letter. 
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Two frustrated researchers commented on the archive’s weekend hours.  The 
State Archives is open Tuesday through Friday, 8am-5:30pm; and on Saturday, 9am-
2pm.  Both patrons wanted longer hours on Saturday, the only free day many patrons 
have to research in person.  “Stay open all day on Saturdays!  Many individuals only 
have Saturdays to research and drive into Raleigh.” 
  The last question on the survey asked the genealogists what they liked best about 
their visit to the archives and what they liked least.  Two issues were common among the 
responses.  25% had problems with the archive’s microfilm machines.  One commented 
the microfilm was difficult to read.  One was frustrated only some of the microfilm 
printers are laser printers, and that the toner printers provide poor quality prints.  Two 
were frustrated over how long they waited to use the machines.  “I wish they had more 
microfilm machines that could copy.  Those fill up fast on Saturdays.”  Another 
commented, “I love coming to the archives and have no problems, other than having to 
wait for the microfilm readers with copiers.” 
A second common issue was the climate of the search room.  The survey was 
distributed during an unusually warm winter; 25% of resondents commented the search 
room temperature was too cold to be comfortable.  “Climate control is my biggest 
complaint.  Sometimes it is very hot and sometimes extremely cold.”  Another remarked, 
“The room is usually cold; makes it hard to concentrate.” 
Of the positive comments about the archives, the most common was the 
friendliness and helpfulness of the staff.  Fourteen researchers, or 58%, remarked how 
helpful and nice the staff was during their visit.  “The staff is extremely knowledgeable 
and they help beyond what is asked of them by suggesting obscure sources.”  Another 
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remarked, “Staff is exceedingly helpful!”  and another genealogist commented, “The 
people are knowledgeable, helpful, courteous, and friendly.”  12% of the researchers 
however, did not find the staff agreeable.  “Customer service should be emphasized to a 
greater degree, i.e.—a pleasant, helpful demeanor.  Some staff members are extremely 
good at this, but most seem less concerned about public relations.”  Another genealogist 
wrote, “Be more friendly!  I have heard quite a few people say how rude some were.  
Mezzine personnel seem more helpful and much friendlier.”  A third researcher was upset 
over the lack of help he or she received from the staff and believed they should have been 
more knowledgeable.  “Some service personnel only know how to find records and have 
no idea of how to actually do research.” 
Other positive comments about the archives included one from a professional 
genealogist who wrote, “I love come to the archives because I love to uncover buried 
treasure.  I have a strong work ethic and a lot of patience.”  Another professional 
genealogist remarked, “(I like) learning new things about available resources in the 
archives; viewing original paper records; and the help from the staff.”  Another 
researcher was pleased with the promptness of receiving materials from the stacks, the 
ample space available to work, and the lack of distractions. 
 
Discussion 
Limitations 
 Human error and lying provide the largest potential for inaccurate information in 
this study.  Although the survey was anonymous, users may have felt inclined to report 
fabricated or exaggerated responses to appease the archive’s staff if they believed the 
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staff would read the surveys.  For example, when rating their emotional experience, many 
users may have circled “happy” to give the impression their experience was good despite 
feeling otherwise.  The same is true for responses about the friendliness of the staff, 
which in many cases was the only response provided when asked what the researcher 
liked the best about their experience. 
 Inconsistency with instruction by the staff over how and where to complete the 
survey may also have led to incomplete data, as well as missing surveys.  One researcher, 
who mailed the survey to the investigator instead of leaving the completed survey at the 
reference desk, stated he or she did so because “nobody told me to do it there.”  Even 
though full instructions, including where to leave the completed survey, were also 
provided on the survey itself, failing to read it carefully and inconsistent instruction from 
the staff may have led to several users taking the survey home and possibly never 
returning it, which may account for many of the 17 missing surveys. 
 The staff distributed the surveys to users who approached the reference desk for 
help with their research and who were determined to be conducting genealogy.  If a 
patron never approached the desk, or began their research without the need for assistance, 
it is possible they were overlooked in the distribution resulting in fewer responses. 
 This study also analyzed data from only one repository.  Similar research should 
be conducted at other archives and special collections repositories to determine common 
user patterns, trends, and research needs.  Additionally, data from this study covered a 
period of one month.  Periodic and standardized user studies should be conducted 
throughout the year to establish definite user patterns. 
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Implications 
    With the results of the survey, the North Carolina State Archives should have a 
better idea of the background of the genealogists who visit the search room, how they 
seek information, what records they most like to see, where and how they research 
online, and suggestions for improved service.  By knowing their background, the staff 
should expect amateur genealogists, but a significant number of professional researchers.  
The ability to understand what records the genealogist uses the most should give the staff 
the ability to make sure these records are available, promoted, and their full value 
realized.  Other archives and repositories can use the results from this study to create their 
own user studies.  State archive institutions similar to the North Carolina State Archives 
are likely to see similar users, search behavior, and service needs. 
Analysis and recommendations 
         Results of the survey indicated genealogists frequenting the State Archives are 
older adults familiar with conducting family history for many years and familiar with the 
State Archives, if not archives in general.  Data from the graphs reveal more than half of 
the genealogists have conducted research on their family for more than 11 years, and 
83% visited the State Archives before. 
 All of the researchers were able to locate valuable material for use in their family 
history research, however a large proportion did not find what they initially had hoped or 
what they intended to view.  It may be interesting in future studies to ask researchers 
specifically what material they did not locate, and whether it was because of faulty search 
strategies, or because the archives does not have the material in its collection. 
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 Results of the search strategy of researchers echo earlier studies on the 
information-seeking behavior of genealogists.  Searching by name was prefered by 50% 
of researchers, followed by 27% preferring to search by type of document.  These 
findings are similar to Duff and Johnson’s study almost ten years ago which concluded 
genealogists search by name of ancestor and place.  It is important for archivists to 
remember this common search strategy while preparing finding aids, abstracts, and 
indexes so to include as many names and family groups as possible. 
 Almost half of the researchers indicated they felt comfortable asking the staff for 
help.  This conincides with close to 60% remarking how friendly and helpful the staff 
were.  However, the negative comments about the staff should not be ignored.  Future 
studies should try to determine what led to the negative feelings and how they can be 
remedied. 
 Data from the survey revealed surprising conclusions about the use of finding 
aids.  More than half of the genealogists who responded indicated they consulted finding 
aids frequently.  This is in sharp contrast to earlier studies, including those by Duff and 
Johnson, Kuglin, and Yakel, which concluded genealogists failed to understand properly 
how finding aids worked and preferred to use their own, less formal methods to locate 
material.  Future studies would be helpful to determine whether this is a growing trend.  
Despite the acceptance of finding aids, results from the study revealed genealogists 
continued to also use their own methods for locating material, with 61% seeking 
information that way. 
 The fact that only three researchers indicated the North Carolina State Archives 
website or its MARS search site as websites they valued for their genealogy or for 
 31 
viewing digitized content should be addressed by the staff of the archives.  Future studies 
should explore the effectiveness of the navigation, content, and arrangement of the 
website to determine usage improvements.  Exploring the content of other archives or 
special collections websites could also help in the improvement of the North Carolina 
State Archives website, as well as considering the recommendations of the participants in 
this study. 
 The results of the feelings towards digitized records are common.  No one wants 
to view a blurry, or unlegible document.  However, archivists must heed the negative 
comments regarding inaccurate transcriptions and indexing as a barrier to effective 
research.  Great care must be taken to transcribed records accurately to ensure the full 
potential of a document’s value.  Archivists should also encourage patrons to report 
inaccuracies in indexes, abstracts, and transcribed materials so the items can be fixed. 
 Common responses from the researchers in this study were how pleased they were 
to be allowed to hold original source material related to their family.  This should be 
continued and promoted, under guidance from staff, to foster a deeper connection 
between the records of their ancestors and the researcher.  The value of understanding the 
record’s context and of making the emotional connection with the past should be 
encouraged. 
 The data on the types of materials most frequently used by genealogists should 
provide the staff with an idea of what materials they need to promote and provide 
increased access.  Wills were the most popular item requested to see online, followed by 
deeds, estate records, and vital records.  Further studies could help determine, among 
these group types, which records would be easiest and cost effective to digitize.  The staff 
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should also make sure the materials which are already digitized are promoted effectively 
to encourage their use. 
 Making sure the research environment is safe and comfortable should be a priority 
of the reference staff at any archive.  Important issues were raised by researchers at the 
State Archives, including the temperature of the search room, inadequate electrical 
outlets, and the lack of internet access.  The archive’s website warns patrons about the 
limited electrical outlets and are encouraged to bring charged batteries for their laptops.  
The unusually warm winter may have contributed to the building’s air conditioning 
settings.  Technological barriers to researchers worth investigating include  the number 
and quality of the microfilm machines.  Future studies could determine user patterns and 
if additional or more advanced machines are warranted to help with long wait periods and 
improved performance. 
 According to ealier studies, genealogists don’t consider archives to be a major 
source for continuing education in research, but according to the findings of this study, 
several researchers indicated they would appreciate additional educational resources from 
the State Archives and its staff.  The staff should look for ways to promote the value of 
specific collections and provide tools to help researchers understand their use, including 
workshops or written guides or brouchures.  Several instructional resources are available 
on the archive’s website, including one especially devoted to genealogy and specific 
record types.  Staff should make sure these educational resources on the website are 
promoted and easy to locate. 
  Weekend hours were another issue that frustrated several researchers.  The 
archives and state library reduced its Saturday hours to 9am-2pm in July 2011.  
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According to a press release dated June 21, 2011, the reduced hours were the result of 
tighter budget restrictions (PRLog).  Future studies could help determine additional 
background information on researchers, including the length of their visit at the archives, 
how far away they live, and whether increased hours on Saturday is warranted and cost 
effective. 
 
Conclusion 
 In addition to safeguarding the valuable materials archives collect and maintain, 
the user and their needs should be a priority concern for its staff.  Without patrons to 
view, study, and disseminate knowledge from records, their full value and that of the 
archive will not be realized.  To understand who their users are, why they come, and what 
research needs they require, archives must conduct regular and standardized user studies. 
 The user study of this paper explored the backgrounds and information-seeking 
behavior of the archives’ largest and fastest growing user group, genealogists.  A survey 
conducted during February 2012 at the North Carolina State Archives resulted in 
information about the types of genealogists who visit the search room, how they search 
for information, and what records they want to see in person and online.  Results affirmed 
the findings of several previous studies, while also noting the apparent changes in 
understanding and attitude towards the traditional finding aid.  The study also provided 
suggestions on future studies the State Archives and other archives could incorporate to 
understand user groups and improve services. 
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 It’s hoped this study, and the studies it may inspire, will contribute to a greater 
understanding of the needs of the genealogist in archives, encourage their increased use, 
and promote the role and value of archival science in society. 
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Appendix 
The genealogy user survey. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Genealogical survey 
Thank you for participating in this survey produced in cooperation by the UNC School of 
Information and Library Science and the North Carolina State Archives.  Your input is 
greatly needed to help us better understand how you feel about using our archives, how 
we can improve your experience, and help you locate the information you need for your 
family tree.  This survey was designed by a graduate student for his Master’s paper.  All 
information you provide will remain anonymous.  No identifying information has been 
placed on this survey.  Completing the survey will require only about 10 minutes of your 
time.  Please return this survey in the sealed envelope to the reference desk when 
completed.  Thank you. 
 
Your age: ______  
 
Please circle one 
How long have you been researching your family:      
0-5 years    6-10 years  11-20 years  more than 20 years 
I am a professional/paid genealogist:      True         False 
How many times have you visited our archives:      
This is my first visit        Several times  Many times 
How do you feel after researching with us today: 
 Happy       Satisfied         Neutral       Disappointed        Frustrated  
Were you able to find what you were searching for?:   
Yes, I found what I wanted.    Yes, I found some things, but not what I had hoped.    No, I 
did not find what I wanted. 
I prefer searching by:   name of ancestor     date    place     type of document      other 
(please elaborate if you wish): 
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When I need help I:       
consult the catalog       ask a colleague      look at the finding aid       ask the archivist  
I frequently consult the finding aids to locate material:            True               False 
I prefer using my own methods for finding material:          True               False 
What genealogy websites do you frequent the most? 
 
Of the genealogy websites you use, do you trust that they have scanned, transcribed, 
and indexed documents accurately?  
 
In general, are you satisfied with websites that provide scanned images of 
documents or do you still wish to view original material in person?  Why? 
 
What materials in archives would you most like to see online? 
 
If information can be found online, what information do you continue to seek in 
person at an archive? 
 
How could this archives improve its services to genealogist and those researching 
family history?  What services, tools, digitized resources, etc would make your task 
easier? 
 
What did you like best about your experience here and what did like least? 
 
